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Introduction


I was in the Ardennes, on a bus travelling from Stavelot to Spa. The bus was filled to bursting with primary- and secondary-school children and I was the only adult, aside from the magnificently stone-faced and imperturbable driver. It was midwinter and the fog was so solid that it looked as though, once outside the bus, you would have to be resigned to washing it out of your hair and brushing strands of it off your coat. The bus was, frankly, a monkey-house on wheels. One child was using a lighter to burn through a plastic handle, another had a phone app which converted a pupil’s photo into a demon face. At irregular intervals an inflated condom was fired over our heads to happy cries. The whole atmosphere was hilarious and you almost expected the bus to rock from side to side as it drove along, like in an exuberant cartoon. It made me feel wistful about the long-gone years spent waiting for my own children in various school playgrounds. I had forgotten the magical way in which large groups of children flicker in their moods, managing to be morose, thrilled, exhausted and hyper in perhaps less than a second.


Each stop made by the fog-bound bus was a surprise. As the doors hissed open, a clump of children would gamely launch themselves into what appeared to be a solid form of Milk of Magnesia, with just a roof-angle visible to indicate houses of some kind, and the odd skeletal branch. In all kinds of ways this bus was really in the middle of nowhere – a series of rugged, thinly populated valleys which most Europeans have no need to engage with. From the air you would be able to see each valley filled to the brim with fog. But, like so many places I will write about in this book, it has had its turn as the centre of the world. Most obviously this was where the Battle of the Bulge was fought – the last major attempt by the Germans to defeat the Western Allies. The little town of Stavelot – of which I had previously been entirely ignorant – was where the battle reached its high-water mark, in December 1944. American troops had kept destroying bridges and blocking the narrow roads by felling thousands of trees, the Germans kept rigging up pontoons and blowing up the obstacles – but at Stavelot they briefly entered the town, massacred dozens of its inhabitants, could not fight their way through, tried to drive round, failed and began the retreat which only stopped with their surrender in May. A small marker in the town states: HERE THE INVADER WAS STOPPED.


I was surrounded by the same fog that had made the initial German attack through the Ardennes so successful, but this was just one part of the region’s central role in the twentieth century. It was, famously, the source of the British and French armies’ crushing and almost instantaneous defeat in 1940, as thousands of German tanks and troop-lorries secretly wound their way through the same narrow roads. During the First World War, the town of Spa was the German military headquarters in the fighting’s later period. A series of photos taken in 1918 show the last weeks of imperial and aristocratic rule in Germany, as Kaiser Wilhelm II, the Crown Prince and various generals stand around hobnobbing in their immaculate uniforms in one of Spa’s commandeered assembly rooms. It was in these rooms that the Kaiser, hearing about the revolution breaking out in Berlin, appealed to his generals for support, only to find that they no longer trusted their men and could not even guarantee that they would not attack him. Wilhelm panicked and fled to Holland, abandoning the imperial train in case troops took potshots at it, and ending over eight centuries of Hohenzollern rule. In 1944 the same complex in Spa was in turn the headquarters of the US Army, evacuated during the temporary panic that followed the surprise, fog-bound German offensive.


I had come to Stavelot partly out of contrition and annoyance that I had not heard of the place before. It turns out to have a sensational museum in its sprawling former abbey which showed that in the first half of the twelfth century it was the only place to be. But Stavelot once I was there also showed that I really just had to stop my travelling around for this book. There was effectively no limit to the richness and density of a region that is both the dozy back of beyond, and central to the fate of humanity. Here I was in a bus filled with the great-grandchildren and great-great-grandchildren of those who had experienced ‘historical’ events of various, terrible kinds and who were – with their jolly backpacks and untiring ability to laugh helplessly when one of their number farted – happily oblivious. My own children were now adults and I looked back with dismay at the immense amounts of time I had spent away from them, drifting around dozens of Stavelot-like places, face to face with the same question about why European events and ideas have swept through so many places that just wished to be left alone.


I have always wanted to write these words, but they are now true: this book is the completion of a trilogy! Germania was a history of German-speakers roughly within the modern Federal Republic of Germany. I tried to make it an evenly spread book, but the locations kept being tugged eastwards as I wallowed shamelessly in the tiny towns of Thuringia and Saxony-Anhalt. I then wrote Danubia because I was aware that Germania failed to deal with the Germans of Austria or of other points east. Before the twentieth century, German culture had spread into the lands across Central Europe and this opened up several other interests I had, in the nature of competing nationalisms, in the Habsburg family and its many oddnesses, and the Christian–Muslim frontiers that shaped the whole vast region for centuries. As someone who grew up in the Cold War and was, like everyone, gripped by the discovery of what was for a generation a new and previously near inaccessible swathe of ex-communist land, it was easy to take for granted the more familiar, western parts of Europe. Even when writing Germania I had a dim sense that I had short-changed and not really engaged fully with perhaps the most important motor of all in Europe’s development: the lands to the west. I had not noticed them as they were all just part of the European Union, like the United Kingdom, and simply represented modernity, the present and a sort of ho-hum banality. And yet, even a moment’s self-interrogation would have made me realize that the area from the Rhine westwards and the German-speakers’ relationship with French-speakers is the least ho-hum subject it is possible to find.


The theme of this book is defined by one of the most important if accidental moments in European history. Charles I ‘the Great’ (Charlemagne) spent a long and enjoyable career carving out a huge empire across much of north-west mainland Europe. It was very much a personal achievement, however, and after his death in AD 814 the personalities of his successors, new enemies and the sheer, unmanageable size of the Carolingian Empire made it collapse into civil war. Charlemagne’s grandsons met at the small town of Wirten (Verdun in French) in 843 and agreed to split the Empire into three chunks, one for each of them. The Franks had often broken up their lands between siblings and there had always been a distinction between the older territory of Austrasia (‘eastern land’), on the Rhine, as against the more recent block of Neustria (‘new western land’) on the Seine, but this new split stuck. Charles II ‘the Bald’ received the west, which became France. Louis I ‘the German’ received the east, which became Germany. The big block in the middle, including the great imperial city of Aachen, went to nickname-free Lothair I. Lothair’s inheritance stretched from the edges of the North Sea down to central Italy, but was itself impossibly sprawling. On his death it was itself split, with his three sons each taking a bit: one received north Italy, one received Provence and Lothair II received everything north of Provence – a region which was called after him Lotharingia, ‘the lands of Lothar’.


Today the area of Lotharingia has reduced, like a small leftover lump of snow – frenchified into the word ‘Lorraine’ (Lothringen still in German). But the issue of what constitutes Lotharingia has, with innumerable mutations, survived from 843 to the present. Lotharingia has provoked wars in every century and it has been the site of many of the events which have defined European civilization. Sometimes the gap has been sealed up almost completely – indeed it came close to vanishing permanently as early as after Lothair II’s death – but its in-between status has never gone away and in 2017 it consists of the kingdoms of Belgium and the Netherlands, the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg and the northern part of the Swiss Confederation, with the rest of the region shared between the Republic of France and the Federal Republic of Germany. These states are simply the inheritors of a crazy quilt of predecessors and the aim of this book is to give some sense of these and how Lotharingia has proved such a key element in so much of European history.


I have chosen to define Lotharingia for practical purposes as the area from where the Rhine leaves Lake Constance, taking in the banks of the Rhine including the northern Swiss cantons. Once clear of Switzerland, Lotharingia is formed to the east by the banks of the Rhine and to the west by the areas of France which were for many centuries parts of the Holy Roman Empire.


I have had to take one or two sad decisions. The arc of Lake Geneva is the clear southern point, but I have had to leave out Geneva itself as for so much of its history it is part of Savoy and faces south, tangling itself in the affairs of Turin and the rest of Italy. If I had to incorporate Italy too this book would be doomed. On the banks of the Rhine I am fairly strict – so lots of discussion of lands west of it, but on the east not budging much further eastwards to avoid being dragged (by cities such as Frankfurt) into Germany profonde. An exception is Heidelberg as so much of the territory under its control, the Palatinate,* is on the Rhine. Once the maze of Rhine branches spreads through the Low Countries I am fairly expansive about what gets included, stopping just short of North Holland. To the south I include the areas of northern France which were also historically contested – down to the old territories of the Counts of Flanders north of the Somme River, the ownership of which has provided soldiers with intermittent pay-packets and constant grief for as long as we have historical records.


This is an enormous region, but it is strikingly empty of major capital cities. Lotharingia has had a consistent ability to mess up outsiders, but those outsiders have come from states with far greater resources and wider horizons than Lotharingia itself. At different times Paris, London, Amsterdam, Berlin, Vienna, Rome and Madrid have seen both headaches and opportunities here – indeed whole eras have been defined by the headaches, bringing entire dynasties to their knees in rage and frustration. To be consistent with leaving out these interfering external cities I have also left out Bern (or mostly left out – there were one or two things I had to mention about Bern) and Dijon (definitely a core part of France, but a principal base for the Dukes of Burgundy during their hundred and twenty magical years of exploiting the Lotharingian seam). I renounced this latter in tears, having to forgo tables loaded up for research purposes with bottles of Nuits-Saint-Georges and plates of parsleyed ham. Amsterdam is the most controversial omission, but just as Geneva heads the reader south into another realm, so Amsterdam moves the story up into the Baltic, Frisia and a variety of other external lures which make it problematic. It is also true I think that, like London or Madrid, say, Amsterdam’s interests historically were often far removed from the lands to its south. It always had other fish to fry – or pickle – and is sufficiently north to have almost always been outside the front line, a fact often commented on bitterly by those embroiled in devastating events further south which Amsterdam bankrolled and egged on.


This book requires, like my two previous books, a sort of mind experiment, albeit not one requiring huge forces. Many of the political units in this book existed for centuries and had a robustness and long-term plausibility which gave them an unthinking acceptance. We may now laugh at the Duchy of Bar, which geographically looks like a bowl of spilt breakfast cereal, but we have no evidence that its many generations of inhabitants felt sheepish about its patent unviability – or at least not until the eighteenth century. The Imperial Abbey of Prüm, whose only asset was ownership of a pair of sandals once owned – and rather scuffed up – by Jesus and given to the monks by Charlemagne’s father Pippin, kept its semi-independence and attracted an endless stream of pilgrims with surprising success for many centuries, only totally losing its status once Napoleon swept through.


Every period assumes that it represents a rational order and looks back in sorrow at the political idiocy that so defaced earlier, less civilized eras. But, of course, because we grow up with specific arrangements we assume they are natural, whereas even in the twenty-first century ‘Lotharingia’ remains a mass of seeming illogicality. Just heading from the bottom of the modern region to the top some highlights would include the German exclave of Konstanz, the Swiss exclave of Schaffhausen, the pointless separate bits and pieces of the Canton of Solothurn, the teeny French department of Belfort (maintained in honour of its successful defence – a lone bright spot – in the Franco-Prussian War), the irrationally small German province of Saarland (a side effect of Paris’s efforts after both world wars to absorb it into France), the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg (which only exists because France and Prussia could not be bothered to fight over it in the 1860s), the German-speaking districts of Belgium (taken as war booty in 1919 and making no sense as an acquisition then or now), the eccentric Dutch appendix of Maastricht, the eight tiny blocks of Baarle-Hertog (fragments of Belgian territory left inside the Netherlands because of bad-tempered bickering in the 1840s) and ending up with a flourish at the attractively named Dutch territory of Zeelandic Flanders, a chunk of dyked farmland only directly reachable from the rest of the Netherlands by ship and a new car tunnel, left over from the long era of blocking up the River Scheldt to shut the rival port of Antwerp. I am sure there are more (the two pieces of Canadian territory in northern France donated as war memorials for example) but these small or large bits of ‘rubble’ are wholly characteristic of Lotharingia and represent an almost geological continuity, evidence for the region’s strange past, making it quite different from much of the rest of Europe. Even with the ferocious efforts to crush Europe into a single, rational entity after the French Revolution and during the Second World War, somehow these fragmented political units survive, mocking such efforts.


A note on myself and France


The first flight I ever took was when, aged fourteen, I was packed off by my parents to spend three weeks at a farm north-east of Meaux on my own to learn French. My mental state can only be compared to the sort of disregarded small mammals in a zoo that huddle at the back of their cage in soiled straw, ears flat to their heads and eyes blank with permanent terror.


With our own children for years we ran threat variations on the French exchange theme: ‘If you don’t do your homework, it’s six weeks in Clermont-Ferrand for you, eating lamb’s brains.’ But my parents were serious. My mother had in her late teens worked as an au pair for a French family who we had then visited when my sisters and I were fairly young. Coming from a cheerful ‘Home Counties’ middle-class background we all found this French family staggeringly exotic – with guns and dogs and open-face flans, spiral staircases and Monsieur wearing a long cloak. Their house was a former priory and the wrecked chapel next to it had a baptismal font filled with human skulls – whether this was done as a gesture of laïque contempt or just to tidy up we never knew. There was a German student staying with them who had just done his military service and showed us rifle drill using my four-year-old sister, under instructions to stay very rigid, as the firearm. It was an odd few days.


My chief moment of shame happened at a formal lunch featuring a seemingly infinite number of strange French adults plus the family and a first course of some very rare slices of beef. My first mouthful simply made my jaws bounce apart and while everyone else was chattering away I felt an excruciating helplessness, almost choking in a failed attempt to swallow just this first leather-like morsel. Help was at hand from a large, strong-smelling schnauzer dog called Clovis. In a reckless attempt to break the meat impasse I started feeding him chunks under the table. This worked very well and soon I had cleared my plate. My thought processes are unclear, but I think as a treat for Clovis being so helpful, I then handed under the table a piece of toasted baguette. This was a disastrous error as the loud crunching sound brought conversation to a halt. My parents later explained that the resulting chaos came from Clovis being the pride of the house and a very old friend to all, but who was now, toothless and rickety, reduced to a special liquid diet. I went into a sort of dissociative trance of embarrassment and have no further active memory beyond that provided by my parents, who themselves always enjoyed that blend of real and feigned dismay the French so revel in.


I mention this because it was the seemingly infinite family web emanating from this former priory that furnished my sisters and me with French exchanges in coming years. These contacts were to have a deep impact on our lives. One sister ended up taking a modern-language degree, worked in Paris for a while and spent a lot of time in France; the other married a Frenchman and has lived in Brittany for many years, her two children so extraordinarily French that they seem to have been to a deep-immersion pout-and-shrug Gallic acting school.


My own experiences were less happy – mostly because of my incapacity in (and therefore hatred of) foreign languages. It seemed barely credible that I should be sacrificing two weeks of a school holiday to talk, or not talk, French. Even worse, if possible, the ‘exchange’ element kicked in and these French boys would then turn up at my home, filling up yet more holidays, and, in turn, failing to learn English. My first attempt at writing imaginative literature was sketching the outline of a novel where the French boy hosting an English boy tries to kill him by pushing him off a cliff. Through sheer luck the English boy lands on a ledge and works his way back to safety. The second half would have been about the doomed French boy, knowing his plot had failed, being sent over to England where he is reduced to insanity by dodging an incredible range of man-traps, oil slicks, poisons, out-of-control cars, etc., set up by the stylish and resourceful English boy. Called Exchange, I remember this notional novel enjoyably filling up lots of spare mental moments during the wearying hours of playing chess or going round the Tower of London with French boys no more interested in learning English than I had been in learning French.


I need to move on as I am only writing this to introduce my nervousness about writing French history, not to reel off pages of teen anecdote. Looking back, I can see I was sheltered by the sheer good luck of not having read at the time any books in the rich English tradition in which France was the arena for youthful sexual initiation. If I had known this then, every moment would have been a frenzy of anticipation as I manoeuvred socially through a wilderness of French people all themselves wearily well aware of their ancient duties towards young English house guests. Looking back it is hard not to be slightly cross that such a range of sons and daughters, fathers and mothers must have been appraising me and thinking, ‘No, I really don’t think so.’ Perhaps, when I had left the room, there were family arguments.


My relationship to French is like that of a small dog that can smell the food on a table, but cannot reach it and does not know what it looks like. All these times in France: the money, the collecting from the airport, the polite conversations at each meal – and all to get me a D grade at A-level. I stayed twice with the family who owned a farm north-east of Meaux. This was a remarkable experience. Both parents were impressive, energetic and kind. We went clay-pigeon shooting, drove around the farm in Monsieur’s American post-D-Day jeep (the star on its hood still visible), fed chickens, looked through the woods for mushrooms, ate brains-on-toast.


In any event, many hours would go by avoiding speaking French. We were once in the car and one of my exchange’s younger brothers said of me: ‘He is dumb like an animal,’ which I could understand but not reply to. We would go for walks, play ping-pong, pick more mushrooms, watch television – anything to avoid actual talking. I had the over-clever idea of bringing along Gide’s Symphonie Pastorale because the English translation used the French title, thinking I could get away with reading it with Madame none the wiser. I still remember her look of sad reproach as I came in from ping-pong to find her holding the book. We often took walks along the valley of the Ourcq River with occasional little memorials which I did not pay any attention to at the time, only later realizing that it was in these fields that in September 1914 the Battle of the Marne began, perhaps the most important few days in the twentieth century. I have to stop writing about this stuff – I so admired the family and did so little to make it all worthwhile by actually learning any French.


So now I am in my fifties and still terrible at French. Part of me would like to have a private gold-tooled library of French masterpieces, like Frederick the Great’s at Potsdam, where I could succumb to the noble tongue of Racine, but it will never happen. This book is the first time I have come face to face with writing squarely about France and it has been a fun and alarming experience.


A note on place names


British decisions on what to call places are a cheery pick ’n’ mix of inconsistency. There are spellings unique to the English language: Basle, Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent, Dunkirk. There are despairing approximations: Flushing for Vlissingen, Brill for Brielle, Dort (traditionally) for Dordrecht. There is the baffling tangle of The Hague for Den Haag – changing the pronunciation to match ‘vague’ rather than ‘aargh’. In Dutch and French it is clear that the city is just called The Hedge, but perhaps English diplomats recoiled from this as being too silly an accredition.


Some names have mutated over time. In the seventeenth century it was still normal to write Ghent as Gaunt (as in John of). Accents on places like Zürich were naturally whipped off, indeed five out of the six letters in the word Zürich are mispronounced in English. Kleve used, of course, to be Cleves (as in Anne of). Calais used to be put through an English wringer and emerge pronounced Kalliss. Some names are just oddly inconsistent – so we have the Frenchified Bruges, but keep Zeebrugge rather than Bruges-sur-Mer. This is just as well as the Flemish form sounds like a rather desolate ferry port (which it is) while the French form erroneously suggests people twirling moustaches and parasols and sipping iced drinks next to a bandstand.


There are a number of towns where how names are pronounced or spelled has sometimes meant a lot. French designs on the Rhineland led to Mainz, Trier, Aachen, Koblenz and Köln becoming Mayence, Trèves, Aix-la-Chapelle, Coblence and Cologne. In the nineteenth century these were all acceptable English usage, but now only the last has stuck. This may be because the word Köln is just too hard to assimilate in English or because the city is so closely linked with the eau de. In any event while we share the spelling with France, the pronunciation is almost unrelated: French stays close to German, something like coll-on, with a linger on the n, whereas in British English it is something like kerr-loww-n.


There are obvious daggers-drawn issues around Alsace and Lorraine: Nancy/Nanzig, Strasbourg/Straßburg, Sélestat/Schlettstadt, Lunéville/Lünstadt. Alsatian signpost makers must now look back at their guild dinners with drunken nostalgia for the golden times of 1870 to 1945. There is a similar Walloon–Flemish/Dutch issue: Bruxelles/Brussel, Gant/Gent, Bruges/Brugge, Liège/Luik, Ypres/Ieper, Louvain/Leuven, Courtrai/Kortrijk, Tournai/Doornik. And a related one for French Flanders, although the number of Flemish speakers is now tiny: Lille/Rysel, Dunkerque/Duinkerke. The Swiss move back and forth with bilingual ease: Bâle/Basel; Bern/Berne, Zurich/Zürich, Lucerne/Luzern.


One historical fossil is that Spain’s long and vexed rule gave many towns fun, specifically Spanish names: Brujas, Bruselas, Arrás, Lila, Luxembourgo, Mastrique, Gante, Dunquerque, all now sadly extinct. Some place names are so robust that they work in every language: Breda surrenders whether in Spanish, English or Dutch. I had been rather hoping it might be called Brède in French, but it isn’t. The Netherlands’ most off-putting of all town names, ’s-Hertogenbosch (‘the Duke’s woods’) – a wonderful place that would receive many more English-speaking visitors if their eyes did not bounce off the name – is rendered with great elegance in both Spanish and French, as respectively Bolduque and Bois-le-Duc.


In traditional English shorthand the names of the closest bits of the Low Countries are used to cover the whole lot, so the north is just ‘Holland’ and the south ‘Flanders’, with all the other counties and duchies (Hainaut, say, or Gelderland) having no real resonance. An even more extreme version was the Victorian tradition in English ships that all European sailors were simply ‘Dutchmen’ even if they actually came from Sweden or Italy or wherever.


From the late sixteenth century onwards there are a number of ways of referring to the provinces that rebelled against Spanish rule. Those that succeeded coalesced into roughly what is today the Kingdom of the Netherlands. I invariably call the kingdom’s predecessor the Dutch Republic, but the United Provinces would have been as good a choice. The modern English names for both Switzerland and the Netherlands attractively bury ancient usages: the inhabitants of the former (particularly as mercenaries) once being ‘Switzers’ (‘Where are my Switzers? Let them guard the door.’ Hamlet) and ‘Nether’ for ‘Low’ as in ‘her nether regions’ or ‘Nether Wallop’. Nobody will ever update these to Swissland or the Lowlands.


Throughout this book I use whatever is the current, most common form in English.


The structure of the book is very simple. It is roughly chronological and follows how at different times different outsiders have tried and failed to get their hands on the wealthy and sophisticated lands of Lotharingia.


When I first started writing this book I printed off a rough outline map of Western Europe and used a yellow marker-pen to highlight Lotharingia, roughly in the form it was when it first came into existence in AD 843. I then adjusted the map by removing the area below Lake Geneva for reasons explained earlier, and adding bits of the Rhine’s right bank, as these were also often seen as ‘loose’ from other nearby territory. After a brief and chaotic separate existence Lotharingia was absorbed into the Holy Roman Empire, but with never-quelled arguments from many of its inhabitants about the zone’s separate nature, and from France that this transfer was simply illegitimate.


I then drew on my map what was meant to be a threatening and acquisitive eye for each capital city, looking gloatingly at Lotharingia. As my drawing was so poor, the eye looked in each case like a man on a gate, a Chinese ideogram or a farm animal. In any event, the most important eye is always Paris: as rulers of France and descendants of Charlemagne, the French kings have always seen the lands in between as potentially part of France – this is argued and fought about with varying degrees of success well into the twentieth century. When Louis XIV razed to the ground Frederick Barbarossa’s old palace at Haguenau it was to eradicate any further claims of ‘Germandom’ to the area, but it was only one in any number of acts of eradicatory chauvinism and counter-chauvinism. A further complication for France is that the Duchy of Flanders in the original division of Charlemagne’s Empire was made part of ‘West Francia’, i.e. France, but its counts were often able to maintain a sort of semi-independence. Other eastern parts of Flanders and the territories to its north and east (Brabant, Holland, Gelderland, etc.) were definitely Lotharingian and therefore part of the Holy Roman Empire. But the main part of Flanders was different and vulnerable to Parisian interference – as were the territories to its south: Artois, Boulogne, and at some points in history all the way down to Amiens and the Somme River.


The second eye is London. The security of the coast across from Kent and Sussex has always been crucial. London interferes along the coast whenever it can and its politics can often be expressed by British or mainland exiles skipping back and forth across the Channel, either fleeing disaster or returning home. Friendly Flemish, Zeelandic and Holland ports were as important in the eleventh century as in the twentieth.


The third eye is Amsterdam. This city was founded very late by European standards, not acknowledged as a city until 1300. It has always pursued its own interests as a city state, although it has also always acknowledged that its security requires friendly provinces to the south and as many of them as possible. Other cities in the Netherlands have always relied on Amsterdam’s extraordinary resources, but often resentfully, and with a strong sense that Amsterdam would drop them the second they were no longer useful.


The fourth eye is Madrid. From the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries, for almost quixotically unnecessary dynastic reasons, the Spanish owned large blocks of Lotharingia, from Holland down to the border with Switzerland. Their efforts to hold this territory, to defeat its unruly inhabitants and fend off other interested parties, generated much of European history until at last, in a welter of expiatory masses and great clouds of incense, they threw in the towel.


The fifth and last eye moves about in ways which wreck the metaphor – but it is broadly a German eye which could be based at some points in Frankfurt, where the Holy Roman Emperor was elected, or Aachen, where he was crowned King of the Germans to match the crowning of the King of the French in Rheims (he only officially became Emperor when crowned by the Pope). As the equally legitimate successor to Charlemagne, the Emperor/King had his own historical explanation for Lotharingia, seeing it all as uncontestably part of the Holy Roman Empire. The Emperor had many tasks, one of which was to defend the western borders against France, but he also had interests in Italy and in the east which frequently distracted him. The question of what did or did not belong to France and what to the Empire was central to everything through to the end of the eighteenth century and fuelled generation after generation of scholars-for-hire. From the point in the early seventeenth century when the Imperial capital becomes near permanent, it is probably fair to place the eye in Vienna. Post-Napoleon Berlin both ultimately inherits the western issue and fights major wars over it until 1945.


The other players are briefer and more minor. The Dukes of Burgundy (with no real capital to stick an eye on) in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries come close to making much of Lotharingia into their own state and tread very carefully in the spaces between the rival French and German rulers. Bern is also concerned, but generally just for defensive reasons. Most of all however, it is the individual cities which are so important, many Imperial Free Cities within the Empire (Basel, Mulhouse, Aachen), ecclesiastical states which survived for many centuries (Liège, Cologne, Essen) and smaller but durable counties or duchies (Cleve, the Palatinate, Baden). Many of these places have at times been among the great glories of Europe but their wealthy self-sufficiency has meant that the eyes of the nearest major capitals have always viewed them with greed and rapacity.


In 1672 foresters were cutting down some immense old oaks just south of the Rhône near what is now Lyon–Saint-Exupéry Airport. To their consternation their axes hit something very odd and after carefully cutting round the obstruction they found a terrible medley of pieces of metal and human bone which had been dispersed through the trunk and branches as the tree had grown. It was worked out that they must be the remains of an armoured Burgundian soldier who had hidden inside a hollow and either become stuck or been killed there at the Battle of Anthon in 1430, an ambush by French troops which ended the attempt by Louis II, Prince of Orange, to invade the Dauphiné. His troops were massacred and Louis, badly wounded, dashed to freedom on horseback across the Rhône.


Just to warn the potential reader – this book is filled with a lot of this sort of stuff.





CHAPTER ONE



Ice-sheets to Asterix » The warlord » Bees and buckles » The rule of the saints » Rhinegold » The call of the oliphant
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Ice-sheets to Asterix


Almost all of the course of human history in north-west Europe will for ever be a total mystery. We can assume that over thousands of years there were all kinds of heroics, inventions, serio-comic leadership failures, natural disasters and exciting vegetable breakthroughs but their nature will always be opaque. The last Neanderthals (their remains first discovered just outside Düsseldorf in the Neander valley) seem to have died out forty thousand years ago, perhaps destroyed by the ancestors of modern humans. Humans had to coexist with various appalling animals such as European leopards and cave-bears but these, like most humans, were chased away or made extinct by the last ice age, which reduced the region to a polar desert. With the gradual retreat of the ice eighteen thousand years ago a fairly familiar landscape emerged: water levels and temperatures rose and more humans drifted northwards.


The one huge and glaring difference was the hilariously named Doggerland, an area that filled most of what is now the North Sea and into which the Thames, Rhine, Meuse, Seine and Scheldt all flowed as a single monster river, coming out into the sea in what is now the far west of the English Channel. This deeply confusing landscape, filled with the little columns of smoke from villages, wolves, huge deer and proto-oxen grunting and cavorting along the swampy banks of one of the world’s biggest rivers, was sadly swept away by rising sea levels and tsunamis by 6500 BC. In one of the most dramatic geological events in Europe’s history – which must, among other things, have made an astonishing noise – the last, twenty-mile-wide rock-and-mud plug tore loose and Britain became an island. Poor Doggerland was swept away and the English Channel was born, watched by relieved and appreciative groups of hunter-gatherers lucky enough to happen to be on higher ground in proto-Kent and proto-Pas-de-Calais.


For so much of Europe’s history it is impossible not to feel that the heavy lifting is being done elsewhere – by, for example, the north-east Asians resettling the whole of the Americas or, later, such epics as the Bornean settlement of Madagascar. These great ecological adventures are a striking contrast to the quite boring if necessary efforts of small groups of European humans to sort themselves out in a bleak, still tundral environment. There was also an increasingly embarrassing contrast with, for example, the Fertile Crescent, where animals and crops were being domesticated and things such as wheels and writing and cities were being invented. As tens of thousands laboured under a burning sun to build great ziggurats at the whim of gold-clad priests and kings, northern Europeans were still playing about with lumps of bear fat.


At some hard to isolate point in time, north-west Europe, while lacking the increasing sophistication of the eastern Mediterranean, became a far more complex society. The traditional images in museums of circular huts, a worryingly feeble defensive wall made out of something like rushes, a thin wisp of smoke from a central campfire, with everyone resignedly waiting for the Romans to invade and build sewers and proper roads, have long gone. A historian who studied Iron Age Europe once made a head-spinning point to me – that before the Roman invasion of Britain the English Channel would have been crowded with big, complex sailing ships packed with goods, but they would have been filled with sailors and merchants who were entirely illiterate. This is obvious after a few moments’ thought – but those few moments, for me at any rate, switched my brain onto different tracks. A highly complex mercantile and military civilization, using ships, systems of barter and drawing on raw and finished goods from all over north-west Europe did not need to write anything down. Indeed the entire course of human history did not, until a certain point, need writing at all. From the angle of our own script-obsessed culture it may be difficult not to feel a bit sorry for such people, with their peculiar gods, animal-pelt clothing and general impenetrability. But vast dramas of emigration, invention, fighting and building went on across many generations, leaving countless, almost entirely mysterious results which once had complex meanings.


The archaeology of this pre-literate Europe has simply added layer upon layer of frustrating mystery. At Glauberg, just outside Frankfurt, there is a sequence of elaborate Iron Age remains, initially excavated just before the Second World War. In later digs an extraordinary figure was found, almost undamaged – a six-foot sandstone statue of an armoured man with a shield, neckerchief and bizarre headgear combining a cap and what look like gigantic flaps almost like rabbit ears. The figure seems to have been carved in around 500 BC and it has an undeniably Roswell alien-invader atmosphere. It may be a prince, a cult object or the much-loved logo of a chain of chariot-repair shops. But we don’t know – the statue is both fascinating and boring in a highly unstable mix. With no context and no narrative, I felt almost resentful that this figure had safely stayed underground for two and half millennia just to mess us about now. All we can say is that the north-western Europe which we live in has vast substrata of human achievement about which we can understand next to nothing.


Once the Romans arrive, and particularly once Julius Caesar writes The Gallic War, it is as though a huge, Continent-wide curtain has been lifted and what we see – written about by a direct eye-witness, indeed by the man most responsible for messing it up – is a series of highly organized, sophisticated societies, in terms of military technology hard for the Romans to defeat and with large, complex and tough ships designed for the harsh weather of the Atlantic. Reading Caesar’s account one immediately feels more confident about the nature of north-western Europe, with the proviso that everyone should nonetheless remain wary: surviving written-down words and more readily understandable remains give an illusion of new solidity and purpose and yet everyone was just as articulate, aggressive, faithless, heroic, haunted and incompetent before some unpleasantly over-militarized Italians arrived.


Perhaps the most striking pre-Roman place in north-west Europe is on a high hill near Otzenhausen in a wooded area of the Saarland. Fewer locations give a stronger sense of how human life in much of Europe is dictated by trees. Pine and beech forests were the great enemies, their seeds creeping forward and within a generation stamping out any areas abandoned by humans. In the medieval period settlers were given special privileges during the ‘mattock’ years needed to tear out roots and make farmland: extensive warfare, plague or crop failure might be human disasters, but they were arboreal opportunities. The Celtic fortified town built up here over a couple of centuries was enormous. It has been worked out that in its final form (around the time of Caesar’s invasion) it was made from some thirty-five miles of tree trunks and 315,000 cubic yards of stone (helpfully re-imagined by archaeologists as some nine thousand railway trucks’ worth). This extraordinary need for wood, both for the structure and for fires, would have meant that what is now again a convincingly dense region of woodland would have been largely stripped and its ecology – presumably of farms and readily visible wide tracks – too different to be imagined. The town site is protected by a (for me) grimly steep climb to the top and nourished by a spring at its centre which still flows.


The fort was built by the Treveri to defend themselves against marauding Suebi. The Treveri were the enemy most respected by Caesar, repeatedly mentioned in The Gallic War, and they caused him endless problems during nine years of campaigning. The Romans became so obsessed with their leader, Indutiomarus, that they adopted the unusual battle strategy of every Roman simply hacking his way directly towards Indutiomarus to ensure his being killed regardless of casualties. As the Treveri were always on the offensive their Saarland base never came into use – or at least is unmentioned by Caesar. It was abandoned in the same year that a Roman camp was set up nearby, but there is no evidence either way as to whether it was abandoned voluntarily or through battle. The Treveri survive in the name of the city of Trier (more clearly in its French version as Trèves) and genetically, it can be assumed, all over the place. All memory of the meaning of the fort was long lost – and even today it is still known entirely ahistorically as the Ring of the Huns, adding an enjoyable flavour of dark doings.


It is possible to be immobilized by The Gallic War as it is such a relief to move on in a flash from second- or third-hand Greek rumours about the nature of north-west Europe mingled with the analysis of bone pits to sudden, brilliant Technicolor. Caesar is nothing if not self-aggrandizing, but he is also just very interested, as would his original audience have been. He talks about the region between the Rivers Waal and Meuse as ‘the island of the Batavii’, which accidentally preserves the sense of the Dutch river system as once being vastly more wide, unruly and isolating. He also talks about the ease with which enemies could flee into the hilly Ardennes or into ‘the marshes’ – now non-existent but once an almost Amazonian quagmire that spread through the many meanders of the Rhine and Meuse – or onto coastal islands protected by high tides. He discusses the Belgae and the Helvetii, talking about their exceptional bravery and making The Gallic Wars the founding document for two modern nationalisms as well as generating a lot of rather mediocre (if richly enjoyable) nineteenth-century town-hall frescoes of people with big moustaches and sandals. He builds the first bridge over the Rhine, probably near Koblenz. Above all, the book is an account of violence – of the superiority of Roman violence over Celtic violence and, when resistance was broken, of massacres and destruction.


My own view of the Romans in Gaul (and of Julius Caesar) is entirely coloured by a lifelong love (happily shared with my sons) of Goscinny and Uderzo’s Asterix books, set in the aftermath of Caesar’s return to Rome from Gaul, so there is no aspect of real Roman culture which is not swamped for me by these books’ vivid ridicule. In some moods (and I do not think I am alone in this) I am fairly convinced that Asterix the Legionary may be the funniest book ever written, although, in fairness, Asterix and Cleopatra can make an equally convincing claim. This adds an interest to visiting the in other ways drearily exhaustive collections of Roman stuff in the museums of places such as Metz, Cologne and Mainz, where anything from a legionary helmet to a toga-clad figure on a tombstone acts merely as a reminder of various hilarious episodes. The roots of the Asterix books are complex and deserve more study – they were a response to the Nazi invasion and occupation, a satire on the French army (in which Goscinny served), a response to Goscinny’s being Jewish, an attack on Americanization, and so on. But they have also acted more broadly as a sort of wrecking-ball, smashing up through utter derision all traces of fascism, whether of the kind first invented by Mussolini or the variant embraced by Vichy, all of which took deeply seriously the imagined values, discipline, order and frowning gravity of the Roman Empire. The Asterix books made it no longer possible to see perfect rows of steel-helmeted troops with their square-jawed officers without them being merely a prelude to some farcical humiliation by the Gallic heroes. As Obelix says in, I think, every one of the books, ‘These Romans are crazy.’


The warlord


With his entire cavalcade strongly smelling, as usual, of moustache wax, pricey toilet waters and Brasso, Kaiser Wilhelm II on 11 October 1900 inaugurated one of the funnest things ever to happen to the Taunus hills north of Frankfurt. In a flurry of bizarre hunting caps, badges, special cloaks and sashes he laid the foundation stone to mark the rebuilding of the Roman fort known as the Saalburg.


Kaiser Wilhelm had many failings, but his storybook attitude towards history has left us all in his debt. North-west Europe is dotted with fair-to-middling Roman leftovers but none have the atmosphere of the Saalburg. Tossing aside the usual academic fuss and havering, it was decided to rebuild from scratch the whole thing just as it used to be. This being 1900 one can imagine the complex flavour of the enterprise and the very non-Asterix sense of imperial destiny that would have hung in the air even more heavily than the eau de toilette. This was very much a personal project of the Kaiser’s, egged on by a handful of toady archaeologists who should have known better. For instance, the Kaiser insisted on a Temple of Mithras being built, because Mithraism had a soldierly, band-of-brothers, initiation-rite, all-male flavour, although there was literally no evidence whatsoever for its existence at the Saalburg. The inside of the temple is a joy: it has the air of an old-fashioned nightclub long gone out of business, with the ceiling painted blue with stars and a gigantic painted carving of a half-clad youth killing a white bull.


The fort itself is more serious and felt particularly so as I was there mid-winter – and therefore missed all the dressing-up and the reconstructed Roman meals at the taverna. Being there with snow on the ground and skeletal trees was of course ideal for getting some sense of those poor Roman sentries far from home, stuck in a temperature-defective variant of Beau Geste, looking wearily into the murk to the east, dreaming of lemon trees and waiting for yet another German attack.


The Saalburg was the furthest point the Romans reached across the Rhine. It must have been a glum posting, but it was protecting a range of Roman towns which still exist, with their names twisted about a bit by time, scattered along the Rhenus (Rhine): Colonia Agrippina (Cologne), Confluentes (the confluence of the Rhine and Mosel: Koblenz), Bonna (Bonn, straightforward enough), Moguntiacum (Mainz), Bingium (Bingen), Novaesium (Neuss).


Once you start walking the ramparts you feel very slightly Roman, blowing into your hands to keep them warm, looking out for the stern-but-fair officer of the watch. The walls do seem a bit low though, whether a reflection of reality or to save Wilhelm money it is unclear – in either event they do suggest an over-reliance by the Romans on Germanic tribes not developing small-ladder technology. The Roman-style storage rooms are used as a museum, packed with the usual ancient things hard-wearing enough not to have rotted – any number of spear-points, votive-oil lamps, figurines, trowels, gutters, pots. It seems unfair that the nature of some Roman materials allows them to survive, while the surrounding wood-and-fibre cultures have largely vanished. There is even a disconcerting little clothing pin with a swastika, a Roman appropriation of an Indian symbol. There is also an excellent display of the size of different Roman military units using Playmobil figures, which catch the mood very well, although probably not as Wilhelm intended. And to bolster the fraudulent temple, there is great stuff on Mithraism, with its wholly mysterious use of stone spheres, and the way that the initiate could move up through the ranks from Lion to Persian to Courier of the Sun (the wonderful word Heliodromus) and all the way up to Father – but we do not know, and never will know, how or why. It certainly fits though with the Kaiser’s rather redeemingly confused feelings about masculinity.


The organization of the Roman Empire in the north-west changed at various points – but the main units were Germania Inferior, Gallia Belgica and Germania Superior (i.e., superior in the sense of further upstream on the Rhine). Germania Inferior ran through the modern southern Netherlands, its key northern metropolis being Noviomagus (Nijmegen) guarding the split in the Rhine between the southern arm of the Waal and the northern Nederrjin. All points further north, a maze of complex swamps and unrewarding waterways, were shunned. Germania Inferior then continued down the Rhine to Bonn. Gallia Belgica covered what became Flanders and south to the Somme and then ballooned out to the east to cover areas such as Champagne, Luxembourg, Lorraine almost up to the Rhine – it was later split in two parts, one in the west, and the other in the east with its capital at Trier. One curiosity is that the area known as ‘Civitas Tungrorum’ was moved from Gallia Belgica to Germania Inferior but kept its separate integrity in obscure ways which made it later into the physical territory of Bishopric of Liège – an amazingly persistent, sprawling absurdity on the map which drove all manner of would-be world conquerors mad until at last chucked into the dumpster by Revolutionaries in 1795. The last of the three provinces, Germania Superior, stretched down the Rhine, bulging onto the right bank of which the Saalburg was a notable element, and then down to Lake Zürich and Lake Geneva. Its principal cities were Mainz and Argentum (Strasbourg), with Mainz the main military hub for supplying the forts (result: a particularly numbing museum filled with pots, short swords and spearheads accidentally dropped in the Rhine on the way across). In the mid-third century waves of attackers and a wider crisis in the empire meant that the Saalburg and other forts were abandoned and the line taken back to the Rhine. Roman rule continued long enough to establish Christianity, from the Emperor Constantine’s capital at Trier, to create structures and institutional memories which have existed, albeit sometimes under acute pressure, ever since.


To cap the whole joyous Saalburg experience there is above a statue of Antoninus Pius a stone plaque pronouncing: WILLIAM II, SON OF FREDERICK III, GRANDSON OF WILLIAM THE GREAT IN THE FIFTEENTH YEAR OF HIS REIGN HAS REBUILT THE ROMAN BOUNDARY FORTRESS OF SAALBURG IN HONOURED MEMORY OF HIS PARENTS and then on the statue itself three great names are linked: IMPERATORI ROMANORUM TITO AELIO HADRIANO ANTONINO AUGUSTO PIO (i.e. Emperors Hadrian and Antoninus Pius) GUILELMUS II IMPERATOR GERMANORUM (i.e. our old friend the Kaiser).


From Wilhelm’s point of view the most confusing aspect of the Saalburg must have been that all the time, while capering about on the ramparts, pretending to be a deeply professional yet humane Roman commander, staring into the savage-filled murk, waiting for the next attack, he was a German looking in the wrong direction. It was against people like him that the Saalburg had been built.


Bees and buckles


There can be few more damning or more useless terms than ‘the Dark Ages’. They sound fun in an orcs-and-elves sort of way and suggest a very low benchmark from which we have since, as a race, raised ourselves up into the light – with the present day using as its soundtrack the last movement of Beethoven’s Ninth. But the damage the term does is immense. A simple little mental test is just to quickly imagine a European scene from that era. Now: was the sun shining? Of course not. The default way of thinking about the long, complex era that lasted from the final decades of the Roman Empire to somewhere around the Battle of Hastings is to assume it all looked like the cover of a heavy metal album.


One problem is that the older the period the more chances there are for its material production to be destroyed. Across Lotharingia there has been century after century of rebuilding (with the re-use of every available piece of old dressed stone) with most evidence of earlier churches and palaces removed in the process. In practical terms one cannot really imagine that the vast, humourless bulk of Cologne Cathedral is merely the latest in a series stretching back to a Roman temple. Many of the great religious buildings of the Rhine have a display table showing somewhat conjectural models of their ancient predecessors, usually starting with a patronizing little wooden block, looking something like a skew-whiff Wendy-house. So great is the weight of ‘the Dark Ages’ on our shoulders that it is almost impossible not to think of the makers of this wonky church slithering about on the mud floor cursing the way the roof was leaking and how nobody could design a door that shut properly, resigned to the occasional fiasco when the walls would simply fall in on the gurning, fur-clad, battle-axe-wielding communicants. In practice, these now non-existent buildings would have been extremely beautiful – drawing on Roman and Byzantine models, and stuffed with all kinds of wonderful stuff from the Roman Empire which now no longer exists.


This is the related problem suffered by ‘the Dark Ages’ – our towns often occupy exactly the same sites as they did then (the same river crossing, the same harbour) and are built on top of them, but there have been simply innumerable points at which older material has been destroyed. There is probably some rough mathematical calculation about how each passing century lowers your chance of anything much surviving at all. The famous fat boy of 1666 – who was meant to be watching the baker’s oven, but instead gorged on pies, fell asleep and as a result burned down London – is only one of an elite group who caused mayhem through their momentary inattention over the centuries. With every household routinely handling flames in wooden surroundings it is unsurprising that so many towns would often find themselves having to start again from scratch. We know far more about more recent horrors – for example, the gunpowder accident that destroyed much of Delft in 1654 – but any twenty-four-hour period over the centuries was always fraught with some potential fumble-fingered disaster somewhere.


The unrelenting impact of warfare has of course done far more damage, wrecking town after town. There is a lot of warfare in this book, but I have tried to minimize it because it is really quite repetitive if you are a citizen of the southern Netherlands, for example, or the Palatinate. Any breakdown in order or lunge for supremacy ends up with further pyres of the material past. Simply looking at recent disasters, many thousands of ancient records, treasures, histories, valued for centuries by custodians, were destroyed in the 1870 Siege of Strasbourg and the 1914 destruction of much of the Catholic University of Leuven. The true ‘dark age’, of course, was the early 1940s when, simply as a side effect of industrial killing, great swathes of the past disappeared. One small yet major example – the extraordinary series of paintings of the visions of Hildegard of Bingen, made in the 1170s either by the saint herself or under her supervision, disappeared in the general catastrophe that unfolded in Dresden in early 1945. We only know what they looked like (except from black-and-white photos) through accurate and beautiful copies painted by a group of nuns, by sheer chance, in the 1930s. So these frail little works of disturbing genius survived nearly eight centuries before succumbing, and exist today only through the most ancient form of devotional copying.


This is an over-elaborate way of saying that in as much as the era after the Roman Empire is ‘dark’ it is because it has been overlaid by many centuries of further things happening – and I have talked only about human agency rather than the terrors of mould, mice, lightning and damp. Our own ‘library’ at home suffered catastrophic loss from a house-rabbit called Dusty who in his short life ate the spines of innumerable books. My copy of Hermann Hesse’s Narcissus and Goldmund is cherished, partly because I have owned it for so long, but also because of its memorial teeth marks.


When was the very last beautiful Roman fabric so sun-rotted that it was chucked away? And that is as nothing compared to the almost totally successful attempts during the early Christian centuries in Europe to erase all trace of native paganism. This last issue is often overlooked. At the back of our minds when thinking about the centuries when the Roman Empire mutated into medieval Europe we are unconsciously taking on the spurious guise of specific communities. We are happy to read about Charlemagne destroying the Avar Empire and taking all its gold because at some level we emotionally sneak ourselves into Charlemagne’s baggage-train. But the Avars ruled Central Europe for over two centuries, and it is not a given that their civilization had no worth and did not represent a future we would have flourished in. Or earlier, there are the Alemanni in what is now south-west Germany and Alsace (and after whom the French call Germany Allemagne) who were broken by the Frankish ruler Clovis. Of course, we are the heirs of Christianity, but only in a passive, non-contributive way – to see ourselves on one specific side in these ancient contests is awkward. I might hiss at the pagan antics of the Saxons and Vikings, but as someone part English and part Irish I am much more likely to have their genes than Frankish ones.


These issues become vivid in the town of Tournai – for centuries a French-ruled enclave squeezed between the County of Flanders and the County of Hainaut and now part of Belgium, a classic crossroads through which every army has marched, from the legionaries of the Roman Empire to Allied troops in 1944. I may as well say here that Tournai is a fantastic historical palimpsest and somewhere that always puts a spring in my step. I once found myself changing trains there late at night and realizing that I had just enough time to haul my bag up the road through the freezing dark to look in renewed wonder at the vast, sombre drum – like a stonebuilt gasometer – of the Henry VIII Tower. In this current context, however, what makes Tournai so remarkable is the discovery during routine repairs to the Hospice of St Brice in the 1650s of the tomb of Childeric I. This accidental find catapulted everything back some two hundred and fifty years before Charlemagne, to the century after the Western Roman Empire had collapsed, a world which must have still been densely Roman in its appearance, probably with much smaller populations in towns and more limited trade. Childeric’s son, Clovis I, was baptized, united the Frankish tribes and founded the Merovingian dynasty which lasted until Charlemagne’s dad put the last of them into a monastery.


The management of Childeric’s rediscovered tomb has not exactly been a curatorial model. It started well as by sheer good luck Tournai was then part of the Spanish Netherlands under the benign and intelligent leadership of Archduke Leopold Wilhelm, who as part of his vast expenditure on art objects commissioned a superb book on the tomb from Jean-Jacques Chifflet, an antiquarian from the Spanish-ruled Franche-Comté. This has immaculate pictures of the heaps of extraordinary stuff Childeric was buried with – gold objects of great variety and beauty from a bull’s head to coins, buckles, a crystal globe, seal-rings and intricate pieces of cloisonné. It was downhill for the hoard from then on. Leopold Wilhelm took everything back to Vienna when he retired and left it to his nephew the Emperor Leopold I. He gave it to Louis XIV as a present but, in one of the many instances where Louis is so disappointing, he took no interest in the gifts and simply stored them. They survived the Revolution but were stolen in 1831 and dispersed or melted down. The hoard’s great aesthetic intervention came from its including dozens of small gold bees (or possibly cicadas), which must have decorated some object which had since rotted away, perhaps a cloak. In his search for an appropriate new symbol for his dynasty (the ancient fleur-de-lys being patently unacceptable to a new era) Napoleon decided to make these bees the imperial motif, scattering them on everything from coats of arms to Josephine’s slippers. They cluster all over the decorations of the French Empire and it is one of the sadder aspects of Napoleon’s defeat and exile that they then disappear from the decorative arts until their rather wan revival under his nephew Napoleon III.


What remains in Tournai now however (aside from some reproduction bees) is a too-good-to-be-true archaeological museum which lays out everything we can still know about the huge scale of Childeric’s tomb and several associated burials. As his son Clovis turned Christian this was the last of the fabulous, full-blown pagan Frankish affairs, with twenty-one cavalry horses buried nearby in an associated mound and what was clearly a sprawling sacred space with Childeric’s body at its centre. An aristocratic woman buried nearby slightly later had objects such as scissors, amber and a wine-strainer which linked her to trade across Europe. Indeed, the more time spent looking at these shield-bosses, necklaces and pins (and not least a debonair and alarming scramasax – a wonderful word for a long knife), the more clear it becomes that this was a highly sophisticated, confident civilization – which just happened to exist a very long time ago and whose achievements were about to be completely disregarded by the new Christian regime of Clovis, who moved his capital from Tournai to Paris. The process by which Childeric’s tomb became forgotten is a puzzling one as his dynastic if not his religious significance lasted so long. Somehow, the King of the Salian Franks and his favourite horses, his crystal globe, bees, scramasax and all sank into oblivion, eventually disappearing completely under church buildings, until being summoned back to the surface nearly twelve hundred years later.


The rule of the saints


For reasons I can no longer remember I seem always to have been preoccupied with the poems of the great seventeenth-century religious mystic Henry Vaughan. In the context of this book, I have kept referring to his despairing poem ‘Corruption’, where he bitterly imagines that somewhere ‘in those early days’ after the expulsion from the Garden of Eden, man perhaps still




… shin’d a little, and by those weak Rays


Had some glimpse of his birth.





Vaughan is writing towards the end of the tradition that the present was merely ever further from the time of human happiness. At some much squabbled-over point a bit later some Europeans began to abandon this view and believe in a world they could actively improve and build on: the onward-and-upward feeling about human achievement which we continue to aver despite some overwhelming setbacks.


Wandering around the religious buildings of the Rhine and Low Countries it is hard not to be oppressed by these often huge remains of a great old tradition: that modern humanity is now merely, in Vaughan’s terms, ‘stone and earth’ but was once great. The landscape is encrusted with buildings which express this sense of ancient, constant pleas for mercy. Monks and nuns devoted their lives to intercession on behalf of fallen mankind in a battle between the promise of Jesus’s sacrifice and the temptations of the Devil. Humans were doubly fallen though – not just expelled from Eden, but also expelled from the classical ancient world. The medieval rulers of Western Europe were obsessed by a sense that they too were the mere followers of ancient greatness. Their battle tents and palaces were festooned with huge tapestry images of Julius Caesar and Alexander the Great. Monks would routinely have to read out loud at what must have been slightly boring mealtimes page after page of the astonishing activities of Hannibal and Pompey. Again, this tradition only begins to splinter and become silly in the eighteenth century, perhaps with the ever less plausible images of Louis XIV trying to square looking like Scipio with also wearing an absurd wig. To understand most of Europe’s history however it has to be seen as in important ways rueful, melancholic and nostalgic – about backsliding, temptation and the struggle to interpret the world almost entirely through biblical and Latin exemplars, handed down to us from an older, more powerful world.


Put in these terms, Europe becomes an ancient, agonized landscape filled with churches and monasteries which remain as sites that most people now ignore, but which were witnesses to centuries of struggle with invaders, earlier heroism and self-sacrifice; and where communities were often forced to rebuild almost from nothing, with their town burned down and much of their population enslaved and dragged away. From the fourth century onwards what became Lotharingia was swept by waves of invaders as Roman power mutated and then fell away. In AD 275 the original Colonia Ulpia Traiana (Xanten) was destroyed by German tribes, and centuries followed in which any number of indignities hit the locals. But these could also be the founding moments for new towns – and so many hundreds of years went by (until, say, the Vikings settled down in the eleventh century) during which each recorded disaster for a given community could have been followed by several generations of unrecorded, normal, steady life.


As soon as you become alert to this ancient past it bristles everywhere. Xanten is a good example. Its cathedral is built around the remains of St Victor, a Roman soldier executed for his Christian faith in the town’s arena (enjoyably rebuilt, incidentally, with oddly flabby men dressed up as gladiators play-fighting with plastic weapons – a rough line of work). Indeed, St Victor is just one among many members of the Theban Legion, who in a garbled and confused story were in AD 286 transferred from Egypt to fight in Gaul and on the banks of Lake Geneva refused to abjure their new faith, with the result that they were massacred there (although Victor somehow was also executed in Xanten). The town’s very name (from Sanctos) means ‘Place of the Saints’. The Thebans turn up all over the region – whether killed by Lake Geneva or up in Xanten they populate any number of religious sites. Two survivors from the original massacre, Felix and Regula, together with their servant, managed to flee but were caught up with at Zürich, where they too were executed – but then picked up their own heads, walked forty paces, prayed and died. The Great Minster was founded in their name.


Very enjoyably, the legionaries feature in the magnificent Trier church of St Paulinus. This ancient foundation was first built in the late fourth century as a shrine to the Theban Legion. It has been through many indignities and was blown up in 1674 by French troops. This had the happy effect of allowing it to be completely rebuilt in the 1740s by, among others, the wonderful Johann Balthazar Neumann, master of late baroque confection. A gigantic ceiling painting seems to show pretty much every individual member of the Theban Legion being martyred in over-ingenious ways. But the real surprise is the crypt, where there are truly weird decorative uses for Theban Legion relics, including a group of three skulls arranged in a tightly packed row, which have a disturbing semblance to a doo-wop trio, with the smallest skull in the middle being that of the cheeky falsetto.


The Legion’s equally CinemaScope female equivalent is St Ursula and Her Eleven Thousand Virgins, massacred by the Huns in AD 451. There are various theories about the number eleven thousand, the most plausible being that the original story actually said that Ursula was a virgin who was eleven years old when she was martyred, with subsequent monkish copyists flailing about incompetently until the events emerged from their quills in their final form. Quite possibly even Ursula herself did not exist. In any event, the story became the basis for explaining an unlimited supply of bones when an old Roman graveyard or possibly plague pit was discovered in Cologne. Between them and the Legion there was in some ways rather an oversupply of material, making them the penny candy of the relic world: bits of them turn up all over the place, sometimes (as in the Châlon shrine in Bar-le-Duc) as a sort of sprinkled flavouring over a bigger blend of appropriate saints. The church of St Ursula in Cologne has a whole wall of bones, in gruesome decorative patterns – there is simply not enough room for them all.


These subjects later became some of the classic focuses for Rhineland and Flemish painting, works of extraordinary beauty and strangeness. But by that point these were not only ancient legends but also the foundation of real places and towns perhaps a thousand years old. After a while it becomes a bad habit to look out for these roots. The magical Cathedral of Metz is where it is because during the Hun raid of AD 451 the entire town was destroyed, but one hilltop area where there was a shrine to St Stephen remained miraculously inviolate. As the ambitions of the local church flourished, so the authorities came to curse the restricted site on which the miracle occurred as it required all kinds of very expensive and twisty feats of infilling and buttressing to clear a big enough platform for later versions of the building; hence its hunched up, box-like yet charismatic shape.


The Rhineland particularly needs to be seen as something equivalent to Angkor Wat – a dense network of churches, cathedrals, monasteries, convents, chapels and shrines with towns, villages and farms attached to service them. For much of its existence its principal role was to generate vast waves of devotional energy in the hope that humanity (or some of it) might be saved. Such atmospheric monsters as Mainz Cathedral could probably fit most of the rest of the medieval town inside their shadowy bulk, with the townsfolk’s year ruled by an elaborate zodiac of festivals, penances, processions, masses and prayers linked to specific chapels by guild or family association. A large part of the town worked directly or indirectly for the cathedral and its linked properties, at the most posh level with a job as one of the canons (reserved for the younger brothers of leading aristocrats) down to being a rural church-tied serf, with many monks themselves effectively being just a specialized variety of rural serf denied any involvement with women.


The great shrines had a constant flow of pilgrims from all over Europe, often treating such a journey as the defining moment in the individual’s life and with elaborate systems in place for hostels, way-station chapels and simple provisions. Trier, because it was briefly a Roman capital and kept many Roman buildings, was a particularly vigorous focus, including Constantine the Great’s old audience hall, which became converted into a church. The Porta Nigra, Trier’s intimidatingly gnarled and bulky Roman gateway, only survives because a wandering Greek holy man took up residence there in the early eleventh century and he so impressed the locals that after his death the Porta was turned into a very odd-looking church and monastery. This was impatiently decommissioned by Napoleon and most of the elaborate medieval accretions were pulled off, leaving something again looking fairly Roman. The greatest lure in Trier, however, is the abbey of St Matthias. Awkwardly, I was under the impression I had never visited it before and was walking down the seemingly endless Saarstrasse thinking how the outskirts of all German towns, with their Chinese restaurants and Turkish grocers, look exactly the same, when I reached the abbey with its distinctive cake-icing frontage. I realized that Saarstrasse looked the same because it was the same. So as an unintended repeat pilgrim (the most lukewarm possible kind there is) I found myself visiting again the simple stone box tomb of St Matthias, the disciple who replaced Judas. As the only disciple north of the Alps, Matthias seems a long way from home. It was possible his remains came here via Constantine himself. Nobody knows how long pilgrims have been visiting the shrine. A famous route is to walk from Cologne (itself no slouch as a town, having relics of the Three Kings in a dazzling shrine that has somehow stared down every subsequent military, religious and social threat) and the abbey has pilgrim badges going back to the seventeenth century.


This book needs to move on! I have now spent some ten years visiting religious buildings in north-west Europe and feel nowhere near jaded. So often there will be something strange or completely unexpected. Maastricht more than anywhere is the place where, in a parallel existence, I would like to have grown up – it seems a perfect balance of modern and ancient and the ratio of inhabitant to cake shop appears higher than anywhere in the world. But what is truly exceptional about Maastricht is the Basilica of St Servatius. A wandering Armenian holy man, Servatius died in Maastricht at the end of the fourth century, and there still is his tomb, down some steps. Of course the site of the tomb has been fiddled with over the years, but you are encased in a chilly, claustrophobic space with very old stonework and a deep step so ancient it has been worn into a U-shape by centuries of pilgrims. We know, for example, that Charles Martel came to pray here (and was an important patron, giving thanks here after he defeated an Ummayad army at Narbonne in 737 on Servatius’s birthday); Charlemagne, Charles V, Philip II, most recently John Paul II. The church above it has been swept aside repeatedly by invaders and accidents, but somehow this tiny, cold space has survived every indignity.


Rhinegold


The Nibelungenlied states at the very first mention of its hero, Siegfried, ‘Of his best days, when he was young, marvels could be told’, but we never hear about them. So already, in one of the greatest works in European literature, there is a crushing sense of melancholy. We will only be told about the actions that end in Siegfried’s betrayal and death. If only we could know about these ‘marvels’ – did anybody once know these stories, or were they always just an imagined backdrop of regret? When Richard Wagner ransacked parts of the Nibelungenlied to create the four-opera sequence The Ring of the Nibelung he also plunged his audience into an after-time: before the action begins, the world was pristine, ruled by the power of Wotan’s spear, in the happy days just before his poor management skills led him to pay off some builders by handing them his sister; or before the Rhinemaidens, Europe’s most nubile security squad, had through sheer bloody amateurism explained to a megalomaniac dwarf how to steal their gold. I love both versions of the Nibelung story and happily hum Ring extracts almost unthinkingly when on the Cologne–Bad Godesberg commuter train or when hiking in the Siebengebirge where, slightly notionally, Brünnhilde once slumbered.


The operas are, of course, very much creatures of the nineteenth century. There is no real dating available for the Nibelungenlied itself. The version we have is from the end of the twelfth century but we know nothing about the author except that he probably performed it at courts on the Danube. It incorporates a whole world of far more ancient material, but we will never know what or from where. When introduced, Siegfried is described as being from Xanten. Although barely referred to again – and quite probably meaning just ‘somewhere far down the Rhine’ – this tiny piece of flavouring has been eagerly battened on to by the modern town of Xanten (‘The Pearl of the Rhine’) which has streets named after Siegfried, a Siegfried museum and a Nibelungen-Express trolleybus for the idle and infirm to be driven around the quite small town centre. The Siegfried museum (like the similar one in Worms) has a seriousness, depth and sense of purpose that embarrass their equivalents on literary subjects in the English-speaking world. When I was there, as a spectacular extra a room had been dedicated to Nazi junior-school textbooks on the ‘Wandering Years’: the centuries during which various Germanic tribes had settled Europe. The brilliance of the exhibition lay in its trapping the visitors into bracing themselves for some vicious enormity. You pick nervously through all these illustrations of heavily moustached wagon-masters and their womenfolk with elaborate headdresses; through the images of blond young men fighting, building houses or working in a forge: but, of course, there was almost nothing specifically Nazi about them in themselves – it was what the teachers and pupils brought to them, both in conversation and in the assumptions of their gaze, that poisoned the pictures and this cannot be recovered.


The Siegfried story is clearly set somewhere very ancient, even to the teller. Some of it can be linked to real events in the early fifth century, in the last days of the Roman Empire, but it is an unreliable guide as it is also fascinated by magic and epic feats of a purely fictional kind. The idea of there existing a great treasure which was sunk by Hagen in the Rhine could easily be true as so many of the riches of the towns would, as Huns and others roared through, have been hidden and then lost. It is also a curious echo of how, until the Rhine was narrowed, embanked and speeded up in the nineteenth century, it was always a serious source of gold, with many lives devoted to the ghastly work of panning. There is great material in the story on the importance of feuds and the staggering damage they could do to families as layer upon layer of male relatives are swept in and destroyed by some initially trivial insult. The suggestion that some courts – what with feuding, hunting, duelling and war – must have at times consisted mostly of widows and nuns seems not implausible.


Only bits of the story are looted by Wagner but a far more wholehearted appropriation is Fritz Lang’s two-part movie epic Die Nibelungen (1924), which remains one of the most enjoyable pinnacles of silent cinema and which can be watched with relish almost indefinitely, by me at any rate. The Xanten museum even has a big model of the dragon used for marketing the film in Berlin when it first came out. The actor playing Siegfried looks absurd but he allows the viewer to time-travel close to Victorian traditions of stage ham – and he does look great in the famous movie still with the fatal spear in his back. Setting him aside, Die Nibelungen is a miracle of art direction – never have the early Middle Ages looked more early and more Middle Aged: knights, castles, dwarves, boats, dragons, all perfect. Its love of Art Deco geometric patterning means that some scenes have a flapper/cocktail-bar mid-1920s flavour, which does no harm. The spectacular scene where Kriemhild and Brunhild, both claiming to be queen, refuse to give way to one another on the great sweep of steps up to Worms Cathedral and thereby initiate the events that bring down the dynasty and gruesomely destroy almost everyone in the entire film makes the real cathedral’s steps (a functional handful) seem deeply disappointing.


After that tangential paragraph promoting a film, I need to return to the era of the Nibelung story. There can be no doubt that in the centuries after the Roman Empire collapsed, populations dropped and economies shrank. But there are amazing continuities – most importantly the clear ascendancy of Christianity, which absorbs and subverts all kinds of woolly invader and keeps its structure throughout. Places such as Cologne never seem to have lost their religious, cult and administrative function. The lingua romana diverged across the former Empire and received admixtures from Germanic and Arabic, but in, say, the ninth century Christian Andalusians and Parisians would have still been able to understand each other, one believing the other to be a bit quaint, and the church liturgy in Latin would have sounded very old-fashioned but not presented real difficulties. For various invaders who did not use Latin, it was very easy to snatch some quaking monk prisoner and train him up to become an interlocutor. Germanic was then spoken further south than now and the modern Belgian–French border reflects that, with a messiness which would have been wholly familiar over a millennium ago, when Germanic proto-Flemish was still the language of places such as Boulogne and Dunkirk. Equally lingua romana seems to have been spoken extensively in now entirely Germanic places such as Trier, with any number of wars and minor migrations shifting people around to create borders still seriously contested into the 1950s.


Gigantic buildings continued to dot the landscape – Roman baths, palaces, churches. Xanten is a curiously pure example, where the abandoned Roman town is next to the medieval town. Bit by bit the former was dismantled to conjure up the latter – through many mysterious centuries of patient transfer of old stones, which still now fill cellars and foundations. In parallel with this monks were doing a similar work of preservation by the constant writing and rewriting out of Latin texts. These were always rotting away but through copying and recopying across the centuries some of the key documents of the Ancient World kept just ahead of the mould and damp as the scriptoria monks scribbled away. In a sense these monks were labourers as much as those digging the fields. Without their effort nothing would have survived – we would be wholly ignorant of Tacitus and his friends. One curiosity was the role of Irish monks, particularly at Charlemagne’s court. When the Irish had been converted to Christianity they had no written language of their own, so took the shaping and purity of letters particularly seriously. On the more slipshod mainland all kinds of bad practices had drifted in, and the Irish were brought in to overhaul writing systems and impose crystalline grammar.


The thread by which we get access to even post-Roman texts is terrifyingly thin. The wonderful Rule of Saint Benedict, one of the most humane and thoughtful of all texts, written down in the sixth century, has two variants. The variant I am reading in translation only exists because of a single copy made at Charlemagne’s court, just possibly from Benedict’s original, which was in turn copied by a monk, whose work is now in the great abbey at St Gallen in Switzerland. Everyone should read every word, once a month or so, and think about their implications. I am always brought up short yet oddly attracted to Benedict’s contemptuous description of the magically named ‘gyrovagues’ – the very worst monks, ‘never remaining in the same place, indulging their own desires and caught in the snares of greed’.


The call of the oliphant


German nationalist historians of the nineteenth century were obsessed by a sense of shame that it was the fate of German-speakers to live for centuries in a fractured mass of small and medium states, in shameful contrast to the more powerful and unified states of England and France. Like some endless, morose, post-game pub dissection of a ruinous football match, historians would relentlessly pick over exemplars of past greatness and past failure. What lay at the heart of German disunity? Which emperor, with better follow-through and smarter coaching, could have put Germany at the top of the Premier League? This was in some ways an entirely positive argument. It put particular images on banknotes and specific statues in town squares, led to restored and rebuilt palaces, crypts and castles, and unleashed many weeks’ worth of grand opera and many square miles of mural. Each emperor effectively received a final score based on how much new territory in the east he brought under Christian control, how much he tried to centralize and how consciously German he was in his priorities. Figures such as Henry the Fowler, Otto the Great and Frederick Barbarossa loomed large. But even those who were rightly anxious about a unified modern Germany could find heroes – the drunken incapacity of the uncrowned Emperor Wenzel making a terrific contribution to centrifugal German regionalism, for example. But under all circumstances, the greatest hero always remained the same: Charlemagne.


You can get a strong sense of the awe around Charlemagne at the Great Minster in Zürich. This extraordinary church was picked almost clean during the Reformation. The coral-like accretions of religious figures and visual stories were all pulled down, scraped off and destroyed, leaving the church as a model for Zwingli’s vision of the believer’s direct relationship with God: every intercessor, every pictorial distraction a snare and falsity. The one exception permitted was to keep a gigantic late-medieval statue of Charlemagne – the notional founder of the building.


In an inspired move, during restoration work in the 1930s, it was decided to take down Charlemagne, put up a copy and retire the original to the crypt. The result amounts to a freakish and wholly unexpected cult site. The glowering, ceiling-high statue is a mass of corrosion, pock-marking, ancient lichen and facial repairs. Eaten at by centuries of smoke and guano, nearly killed off by a huge fire in the eighteenth century, this Charlemagne is a figure who demands respect. It seems a shame not to have ritual bowls filled with floating flowers, guttering oil lamps, temple guards in smart outfits, worshippers pressing their foreheads to the cold stone floor – plus a few bits of bunting and perhaps something dreadful involving animals.


Charlemagne, who persuaded the Pope to crown him the new Roman Emperor in a great ceremony on Christmas Day in the propitious year of 800, had such a deep impact on those around him and took such fundamental decisions that we still remain aware of him when all the Chilperics and Carlomans are long forgotten. As Charles I, he and his son Louis I had such cultic resonance that even in the final throes of French kingship in the nineteenth century they were still being invoked by Louis XVIII and Charles X.


By making himself Holy Roman Emperor he was genuinely refounding the earlier empire, the monumental remains from that period still scattered about him, along the Rhine and Mosel. The window of opportunity was small and happenstantial: in the still-continuing Eastern Roman Empire Irene was empress and, as she was a woman, this was interpreted by the Pope and Charles as implying there was a job vacancy. When she died a couple of years later, her successors continued to view themselves rightly as the true Roman emperors and Charlemagne’s successors as a barbarian Goon Show – but it was too late. This new Western Roman Empire lasted for almost exactly a thousand years and was ended only by Napoleon, who before his own crowning as Emperor of the French came to stand and mull before Charlemagne’s throne in Aachen, in the engagingly stagey way at which he excelled. Once Charlemagne was declared Emperor his successors were always Western Europe’s most senior ruler, however ragged and embarrassing their real circumstances.


Charlemagne’s super-status reflected his bursting the bonds of mere regional chieftaincy. His inheritance was already an extraordinary one. His grandfather Charles Martel had destroyed a serious Muslim invasion of France and was in his lifetime viewed as a great Christian hero. His father, Pepin the Short, had made himself King of the Franks, the Frankish kingdom being an ancient, sprawling and complex entity, directly if stormily linked to Roman Gaul. Charlemagne’s birthright included most of modern France, all of the Netherlands and much of what is now western Germany. But by his anti-pagan campaigns in the east, into areas such as Saxony and Carinthia, he initiated a new phase in the campaign to make Europe Christian, and aligned with Rome rather than Constantinople.


It is hair-raising how thin the thread is by which we know about Charlemagne’s actions – a handful of chronicles, letters and a couple of biographies (one by the enjoyably named Notker the Stammerer), which are fascinating, but frustratingly without any means by which they can be double-checked. Einhard, who worked closely with Charlemagne for many years, wrote his life so that the events of the present would not be ‘condemned to silence and oblivion’ – and it is definitely a problem that the many other almost blank reigns of these centuries appear desolate and poorly managed simply because historians have no vivid sources. Even with what we do have about Charlemagne it is often impossible to know if some tall tale, monk’s failure of memory or ancient lie has become for ever enshrined in our narrative. Notker is particularly useless as many of his best turns of phrase are simply lifted direct from Roman writers, and he has an anecdote about Charlemagne and cheese so boring it is not worth the vellum it was written on. But some of the stories are vivid and often plausible. There are some great phrases – the Avars are ‘that race of iron and diamond’ – and Charlemagne comes up with new names for the months: February = ‘Mud-month’, May = ‘Joy-month’, etc. In later memory, Charlemagne’s position was also made sacrosanct by the popularity of The Song of Roland – an epic poem in Old French which found its final form in the eleventh century, where he came to stand for a specific form of ancient greatness. A Norman bard sang about Roland and Charlemagne at the Battle of Hastings to urge the troops on to heroic deeds, which clearly worked.


The continuity of the office of Emperor over the following ten centuries meant that Charlemagne’s principal residence, Aachen, has survived. Despite irregular bouts of being smashed up, extended and redecorated in often poor taste, Charlemagne’s chapel and throne are still there. A pedantic but important point is that the ceremonies at Aachen were around being crowned ‘King of the Romans’, whereupon the lucky winner then had to go to Rome to be made Emperor by the Pope – an arrangement which was sometimes not possible, and which would break down completely in the 1500s. In the later split in Charlemagne’s former empire which made France a separate place, it was the non-French ruler who remained ‘King of the Romans’ even if in practice this would now mean ‘King of the Speakers of Various German Dialects’.


For anybody even a bit interested in medieval history, it is a struggle not to faint with excitement in the Aachen Treasury. A wonderful advertising print has survived, made in Cologne in 1615, to whip up tourist interest: in a series of little pictures it boasts of the amazing things to be gawped at. The baby clothes of Jesus! The loin cloth worn on the Cross! The cloth John the Baptist’s head was placed on! The clothes worn by Mary when Jesus was born! There is also an engraving from a few years later showing a fashionable crowd looking at the displayed relics, which were last shown in 2014 and even then attracted a crowd of some hundred thousand pilgrims. The Big Four are only the start, however – there is also a giant gold hand (which has a debased Buddhist flavour) containing part of Charlemagne’s skeleton and such wonders as an early Gospel from the court of Charlemagne or one of his immediate successors, with charming paintings of the Four Evangelists writing away in their togas. I need to stop – but who could not be delighted by a real oliphant? The key moment in The Song of Roland revolves around when the oliphant should be sounded. Sadly, later pedants have established that while the one in the treasury is indeed a hunting horn carved from an elephant tusk, it was made in Sicily some two centuries after Charlemagne’s death and cannot be Roland’s. But still. Best of all is an ivory book cover with scenes from the life of Jesus – if not belonging to Charlemagne, certainly made not long after. Each time I see it, there is something magical in the way that the ivory on the cover is worn – rather like the step at the Maastricht shrine. It is a side effect of generations of hands holding the prayer book it once protected and an oddly intimate link between ourselves and the people who stood in the same place, it feels, really quite recently.


Like most of his family, Charlemagne came from the modern German–Dutch–Belgian border area. He both inherited a huge swath of land and extended it through campaigning into the east, fighting the pagan Saxons in great raids down the Ruhr valley. He also wrecked the Avar Empire, which had controlled Central Europe for some two centuries, bringing back to Aachen ‘fifteen oxcarts’ of Avar treasure. However, to think of Charlemagne as the acknowledged ruler of everywhere between the Pyrenees and Denmark, the mountains of Bohemia and central Italy, would be a mistake. Many of these places must have had a very indirect relationship with him and we know little about the many aristocrats who would have done the day-to-day work. But in his extraordinarily long and restless life he did shift around, imposing his will – sometimes only temporarily – from Spain to the Baltic. Just as his grandfather Charles Martel had ended serious Arab incursions into France, so Charlemagne carved out new Christian areas in Central Europe and fought back the ‘Northmen’. With these last, it gets a bit awkward as an accidental side effect of his annual campaigns to kill Saxons meant that, unknown to him, he had wrecked the principal military organization that had been absorbing the military ambitions of the Danes. Now that Saxony lay in ruins – with a scattering of anxious Frankish missionaries trying to buck up handfuls of highly irritable Saxon survivors with the Good News – the Danish chiefs suddenly had time on their hands and could lean back on their rough-hewn stools, wondering whether their berserkers might enjoy going abroad for a bit. Charlemagne had not been buried long before his children and grandchildren learned a lot more about these seafaring tourists.





CHAPTER TWO
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The split inheritance


In 2015 an amazingly beautiful Gospel was put up for auction. It is not an elaborate book and is clearly designed for use rather than ostentation. There are some two hundred pages of immaculately written text with some letters in red or green ink. It was created either in Metz or a monastery in Alsace before 835. It had a picturesque fate as one of the many books stolen by the great (in his way) nineteenth-century book thief Guglielmo Libri Carucci dalla Sommaja, who used his position as Inspector of French Libraries to purloin, cut up and sell medieval manuscripts to fund an enjoyable lifestyle. His antics have caused bibliographic mayhem ever since. The Gospel seems to have been lifted from a Dominican monastery, although it may have had further adventures since the French Revolution and was sold intact at Sotheby’s in 1859. In 2015 it was sold for three million dollars.


The Gospel is thought to have belonged to Teutberga, one of the great wronged women of the ninth century and someone who stands at the heart of the story of Lotharingia. As mentioned at the beginning of the comparatively cheap book you are currently reading, Lotharingia (initially known as Middle Francia) emerged from the manoeuvres of Charlemagne’s grandsons. We probably have more grounds for regretting the fall of the old empire than its inhabitants did. Historians love large political units because they seem more glamorous, but there is no reason to think that an individual living under the control of a firm-but-fair local lord would have had a better or worse time. In any event, after the Treaty of Verdun of 843 had created West Francia (under Charles the Bald), Middle Francia (under Lothair I) and East Francia (under Louis the German) this proved a permanent if highly unstable set of boundaries until Napoleon scooped the pool some centuries later.
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